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‘how beautiful they are, the islands that we’ve never been to’ – Davy Polmadie 
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St Columba settled on Iona, on the hill with its back turned on Ireland; there are beehive cells on the 
Garvellach Isles; Jura is famous for its paps, or mam-shaped hills, and Islay for its distilleries; Dr 
Johnson said that Coll was not rocky, but one great rock; Tiree is famed for its hours of sunshine; the 
mountains of Rum are often cloud-tipped; the mad King Sweeney spent 6 weeks in exile, sleeping in 
a cave on Eigg; a Stevenson lighthouse gleams on Hyskeir; Dr Johnson visited Raasay and compared 
it to a distant Phaeacia, and its hospitality to that of a Homeric court; there are sacred plantings of 
Druidic oak, Norse larch and Christian holly on Isle Maree; Hoy has a pair of mam-shaped hills; my 
father worked for a time as a road-mender on the single road that rings Rousay; the flight from 
Westray to Papa Westray is the shortest in the British Isles; Rusk Holm is little more than a rock, 
with a shelter for a few tide-worried sheep – the definition of an island is any place you can graze 
sheep on all year round. 
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